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COVID-19 undermines food security both directly, by disrupting food systems, and indirectly, through17
the impacts of lockdowns on household incomes and physical access to food. COVID-19 and responses18
to the pandemic could undermine food production, processing and marketing, but the most concerning19
impacts are on the demand-side – economic and physical access to food. This paper identifies three20
complementary frameworks that can contribute to understanding these effects, which are expected to21
persist into the post-pandemic phase, after lockdowns are lifted. FAO’s ‘four pillars’– availability,22
access, stability and utilisation – and the ‘food systems’ approach both provide holistic frameworks for23
analysing food security. Sen’s ‘entitlement’ approach is useful for disaggregating demand-side effects24
on household production-, labour-, trade- and transfer-based entitlements to food. Drawing on the25
strengths of each of these frameworks can enhance the understanding of the pandemic’s impacts on26
food security, while also pinpointing areas for governments and other actors to intervene in the food27
system, to protect the food security of households left vulnerable by COVID-19 and public responses.28
29
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had major impacts on health across the globe. In response, governments52
have imposed a range of measures to contain the spread of the virus and ‘flatten the curve’. These53
include social distancing, restrictions on mobility and temporary closure of most workplaces, generally54
known as a ‘lockdown’. As of May 2020, COVID-19 has not directly affected food systems except55
through sporadic closures of food processing facilities in some countries due to infected workforces.56
By contrast, the lockdown measures, while necessary to minimise loss of life, are creating significant57
economic stresses, with adverse consequences for food security and hunger.58
59
Understanding how these consequences arise, and how best to respond, can be improved by drawing on60
conceptual frameworks commonly used in food security analysis. We consider three: FAO’s ‘four61
pillars’ approach (FAO 2008); the ‘food systems’ approach as proposed by the UN Committee on World62
Food Security (HLPE 2017); and Sen’s ‘entitlement’ approach (Sen 1981). We argue that analysing63
and alleviating the food security crisis that COVID-19 may create is best served by drawing on64
complementary aspects of these three frameworks, rather than privileging one over the others.65
66
Framework #1: Four pillars67
Standard conceptual frameworks of food security, usually associated with the Food and Agriculture68
Organisation, have four pillars: availability, access, utilisation, and stability (FAO 2008). Availability69
corresponds broadly to food supply. Access refers to effective demand for food (economic access) and70
proximity of markets (physical access). Utilisation is about biological processing of food, which is71
partly related to dietary quality. Stability captures the dynamic aspect – as food is a daily necessity,72
being food secure requires stability in the other three pillars over time.73
74
At the macro-level (i.e. global and national) COVID-19 has not yet compromised food availability to75
any noticeable extent. However, there are concerns about the observed behaviour of some countries to76
reduce their food exports to protect national supplies. Within countries, the agriculture sector has77
typically been exempted from lockdown restrictions, in order to ensure continuity of food production.78
79
Food access is threatened by increases in food prices relative to wages or income. As of early June80
2020, global food prices have shown relatively little change (World Bank, 2020), partly because of81
good harvests of grains in key suppliers such as Brazil and partly because the fall in oil prices has82
reduced the cost of transporting food. In the longer term, there is more reason for concern. The 200883
food crisis was exacerbated by country prohibitions on food exports and should these resurface, it is84
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possible that global food prices could again increase. Even if global prices remain relatively unchanged,85
there may well be localised price volatility. In a number of countries, including for example South86
Africa, retailers have profiteered from panic buying by raising prices of food excessively (Competition87
Commission, 2020).88
89
Stability of food availability and access is affected by COVID-19-related prohibitions on movement90
and the closure of informal food markets in order to achieve greater social distancing. These closures91
may not affect all foods equally – perishable products such as fruits, vegetables and animal source foods92
could experience more stock-outs compared to storable products such as grains and vegetable oils.93
94
For poor consumers, a forced shift to more expensive food outlets such as supermarkets, following the95
closure of open-air markets and a ban on street vendors, may disrupt food access further and reduce diet96
quality. In the medium-term, a prolonged reduction in access to preferred food and a shift to cheaper,97
less nutritious food could lead to deteriorating nutrition status.98
99
Framework #2: Food systems100
A food system includes “all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures,101
institutions, etc.) and activities that relate to the production, processing, distribution, preparation and102
consumption of food, and the output of these activities, including socio-economic and environmental103
outcomes” (HLPE, 2017: 23). An in-depth system-based analysis of the food security impacts of104
COVID-19 would consider how it affects each element and each activity in a given country or local105
context. Adopting a food system lens is not, however, just about a holistic view and including all106
processes ‘from farm to plate’. It is also about recognising the dynamic and inter-dependent nature of107
relations between the different components and actors in the system, including trade-offs and feedbacks108
(Ericksen 2008). As such, a particular strength of a food system approach is its recognition that a change109
in one component is likely to affect several others, sometimes with unintended detrimental110
consequences.111
112
A further strength is that a food system approach incorporates considerations of all aspects of food value113
chains. Consider, for example, the potential impact of the pandemic on food production. Concerned114
about the adverse effects of COVID-19 on food security, most governments have exempted from115
national lockdowns workers engaged in agricultural production. As of June 2020, there are few reported116
cases of disruptions to food production (World Bank, 2020). However, it is unclear whether this will117
continue to be the case. Some farmers and farm workers will become ill or die from COVID-19.118
Likewise, food production requires the use of inputs such as seeds and fertilisers. Access to these is119
susceptible to disruptions in international shipping, closure of land border crossings, and in-country120
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restrictions on mobility. As planting seasons begin, farmers borrow money from financial institutions121
to acquire the working capital needed to purchase inputs. Where financial institutions have been closed,122
as is the case currently in Bangladesh, this may make it difficult to access the loans needed for these123
inputs.124
125
Food production requires labour and even farms of modest size hire in workers at certain points during126
the crop production cycle. Access to hired labour may be disrupted either because prospective workers127
are unwilling to travel to work sites, or because prohibitions on movement mean that workers cannot128
travel or because strict enforcement of social distancing regulations restricts the number of workers who129
can work together. The food system lens brings together the myriad ways in which lockdowns may130
affect food production, even when exemptions for agricultural work are put in place.131
132
Food markets are a second example. Most retail outlets are allowed to continue trading during the133
lockdown in most countries, and consumers are allowed to leave their homes to buy essential food and134
groceries. In localities where consumers purchase food through formal sector outlets (think135
supermarkets), this permits physical access to food to continue, though stock outs of specific foods may136
occur. However, restrictions on the size of crowds that can congregate have resulted in the closure of137
large, informal markets where the poor – particularly the urban poor – purchase a large part of their138
food. This becomes especially problematic for foods with limited shelf life – think fruit, vegetables, and139
animal source foods– with the result that these restrictions may adversely affect both the quantity and140
quality of foods available for consumption. In South Africa, after two weeks of intense public debate141
about the trade-off between health risks and hunger risks, informal food traders were allowed to apply142
for licenses to resume trading.143
144
Adopting a food system framework in the case of COVID-19 helps therefore to better realise the145
complexity – and sometime very unstable nature – of the situation and the potential ripple effects that146
may pass through the entire food system once one component is affected (Béné 2020).147
148
Framework #3: Entitlement approach149
Amartya Sen’s ‘entitlement approach’, originally devised for the analysis of famines, is well-suited to150
assessing the food security consequences of COVID-19. Sen emphasised that food security is not simply151
a supply-side issue, it is fundamentally about who gets access to available food, which is about the152
distribution of wealth and resources. In ‘Poverty and Famines’, Sen (1981) identified four legal sources153
of food at the individual or household level: production-based, own-labour, trade-based, and transfer154
entitlement. Analysing these four categories reveals that the impact of COVID-19 on economic access155
to food is likely to be highly unequally distributed.156
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In rural areas, some farming households could lose access to food from their own production if they fall158
ill from COVID-19, or if they are unable to access labour and other inputs (e.g. fertiliser and seed), or159
if they lose access to markets to sell their produce, because of restrictions on trade and mobility.160
161
Lockdowns undermine own-labour entitlements as they prevent people from engaging in wage work or162
operating businesses. For formally employed workers, especially in high-income countries, this is163
mitigated by either unemployment benefits or tailored government programmes that cover some164
proportion of workers’ wages for the duration of the lockdown. Additionally, some workers are able to165
work from home via internet connections. By contrast, informal sector and self-employed workers (e.g.166
daily labourers and street traders) do not have access to unemployment insurance schemes, they cannot167
be reached by pay protection schemes that target formal sector workers, and their work cannot be168
undertaken from home. For these households, the effect of the lockdown is analogous to breadwinners169
suddenly becoming disabled – their income drops to zero, they have no insurance, but they continue to170
consume food and household resources.171
172
Private transfers of food or cash are also threatened by lockdowns. First, family members who work173
elsewhere and send remittances home have seen their own incomes collapse; the forcible repatriation174
of Ethiopian migrant workers in the Middle East being one example. Second, in some countries the175
financial infrastructure by which transfers are made (banks, Western Union offices and the like) have176
been closed making it physically difficult to send or collect such payments. In places where a ‘hard177
lockdown’ and social distancing are imposed, informal support and other forms of social capital at178
community level are further affected because neighbours and relatives are not allowed even to visit each179
other. Lockdowns have also affected the functioning of public transfer mechanisms, such as school180
meals which can no longer be provided in countries where schools have been closed.181
182
Summing up183
The three frameworks reviewed in this paper bring complementary insights to the analysis of food184
security impacts of COVID-19. The four pillars approach and the food systems approach provide an185
umbrella covering both supply and demand factors at the aggregate level. However, the four pillars186
approach gives greater salience to concerns regarding economic and physical access to food, the latter187
being potentially particularly important in environments where physical restrictions are imposed on188
movement and on open-air markets. The food systems approach, by contrast, emphasizes the189
fundamental interconnectedness of all elements of the food value chain, illuminating how shocks to one190
part of the system affect other parts. The entitlement approach disaggregates and nuances the demand-191
side drivers of access to food at household level and highlights the importance of particular mechanisms192
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such as informal transfers and social capital which are not well addressed by the two other frameworks;193
however, it pays less attention to supply-side concerns. Thus, rather than privileging one approach over194
the others, drawing on the strengths of each can enhance an understanding both of the pandemic’s195
impacts on food security and how best to respond.196
197
The immediate need is to address the collapse of own-labour and transfer based entitlements. In ordinary198
times, these are remedied through social protection interventions. During emergencies governments and199
donor agencies respond by providing humanitarian relief. A hybrid mechanism that links social welfare200
with humanitarian relief is ‘shock-responsive social protection’ (OPM 2017) – scaling up social201
protection mechanisms both horizontally (enrolling additional needy people) and vertically (paying202
additional benefits to social welfare recipients) is necessary to mitigate the collapse of own-labour and203
transfer based entitlements due to COVID-19.204
205
However, this is unlikely to be sufficient. Food systems frameworks remind us that moving forward,206
protracted lockdowns risk creating disruptions to food production as well. In turn, these will lead to207
further deterioration of food entitlements through the loss of production-based entitlements or via208
adverse price movements and reductions in trade-based entitlements.209
210
Lastly, using these frameworks collectively reminds us that government responses to COVID-19 will211
have adverse distributional consequences. Richer households in all countries are better protected from212
the economic consequences of lockdowns because they are able to continue working (that is, their own-213
labour entitlements are less adversely affected), they are less reliant on private transfers and they have214
better access to public transfer programmes such as wage protection schemes. Further, disruptions to215
food systems mean inconvenience – line-ups to get into supermarkets – but do not mean markets are no216
longer physically accessible. By contrast, poorer households are more likely to be affected by the217
collapse of own-labour and private-transfer entitlements, while being more vulnerable to the closure or218
their usual food supply outlets.219
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